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in case of their shyness, admirers tb write notices of their career: there has
been a spate of such publication since. For my first number I wrote the
sketch of Steer's life and work already referred to and ended by printing
one' more tribute from the 'Saturday Review', which may round offthose
I have already quoted, since it expresses a profound feeling which has not
varied in near half a century.
PRIVATE AMBARVALIA1
20 April 1901
Luce sacra requiescat humus, requiescat arator,
Et grave suspenso vomere cesset opus.
Solvite vincla jugis; nunc ad praesepia debent
Plena coronato stare boves capite.
Omnia sint operata deo...
The 'New English* opens at the very time of the Going About of the Fields, when
even the critic, if he may not be altogether 'operatus deo', holiday-making in the
country, ought to be turned loose in his stall like the other beasts with a flower or two
about his head. I had to include the visit, then, in my private Ambarvalia, and in the
modern dearth of ceremonies it became almost a rite. We have lost all of that solemn
celebration except the impulse to go about, but the least religious of moderns is caught
with some nostalgia of the feast, when he walks forth on the first Spring Sunday of the
year. 'In sacred light rest the fields, the labourer rests, the plough is idle and heavy work
at a stand/ The modern has forgotten how to be 'busy for the god*, has forgotten the
song and the way the garlands were woven; unchaste, un-dressed, unsprinkled, un-
crowned he goes; yet the god returns, and at a bend of the way surprises him, filling
his heart with tender compunction and awe, and ministering to a truant the great
sacrament of his light.
I had gone out on Easter morning, crossed a 'swelling flood* to where fields stood
'dressed in living green', and paid those maimed rites in a chance-found sanctuary. It
was a slope of grass curiously stencilled with the shadows of bare branches, and in the
middle space thick-springing crocuses broke through the turf. On their purple and
white and gold the light played, swelling and falling in slow, heart-thrilling cadences,
like music in a solemn antique mode out of the winter-wounded earth.
And when, ambng the jumbled observances of my Spring Festival, I paid my visit
to the New English Art Club, I found as always, in the painting of Mr. Steer, some-
thing congruous with that experience of light undefiled and colour bom again; a
painting that was not mocked by the first daffodil basket in the street, Hy<?fw*jftif, with
its high singing carmine and pearly greys of the blood, the flower-lights and shining
shadows of its tissues will remain in my memory with the blossoms of the season. To
this painter it is given to make living colour out of pigment, and the more the fitful
sunshine lightens upon it, the more its radiance quickens. I shall, see a great deal of
pigment in the coming month, tamed into official systems, pensioned offinto decent
retirement, lashed in tormented moribundity, cooked into various careful glues, jams
and poisons, but I hardly dare expect to find anything in English painting so in tune
with the Ambarvalia, its sacred light and flowers.
1 For a description of the feast, see Walter Pater's *Marius the Epicurean.'